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COVID-19 series:  
briefing on further education and skills, 
October 2020 
Evidence from pilot visits to further education and skills providers between 1 and 16 
October  
During the autumn term, Ofsted is carrying out a series of ‘interim visits’ to further 
education and skills (FES) providers. This briefing note reports on 36 visits to FES 
providers we made between 1 and 16 October. This is our first briefing note on FES, 
and we will publish more through the term. 
Data summary 
Table: Number of visits in this analysis: 36 
 
Provider type  Outstanding Good Requires 
improvement 
Inadequate No previous 
grade1 
Total2 
Total in sample 1 (3%) 6 
(17%) 
22 (61%) 2 (6%) 5 (14%) 36 
(100%)  




































0% 6  
(17%) 
16 to 19 
academies 
0% 0% 2  
(6%) 







0% 0% 1  
(3%) 
0% 0% 1  
(3%) 
1. Providers that have no previous inspection grade, such as new providers or newly merged colleges.  
2. Due to rounding, the percentages may not total 100. 
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Main findings  
Most settings we visited had remained open during the first national lockdown and 
continued to deliver provision remotely. To do this, many had changed their courses 
to be either fully remote or a mixture of remote and face-to-face teaching.  
This move to remote learning often resulted in shifting around of course content, for 
example teaching theoretical work during the first national lockdown and fitting in 
practical sessions in the autumn.  
Learners’ experiences of, and feelings about, the help they received from providers 
about remote learning varied. Some learners missed the socialisation that face-to-
face learning brought them and found it challenging to engage with learning 
remotely. Other learners said that they liked the additional flexibility and 
independence that remote learning gave them.  
Most leaders were concerned with addressing challenges such as providing practical 
elements of courses to learners, reviewing and assessing work remotely, and making 
operational decisions. Many were working closely with others in the sector and felt 
their relationship with employers and other organisations had improved through 
increased communication over the period.  
Many of the leaders we spoke to also felt financial pressures. They said the 
pandemic had increased their costs at the same time as reducing their income 
streams and destabilising future funding.  
Methodological note 
This is the first FES briefing note in our series about COVID-19 (coronavirus). The 
evidence in it is based on our interim visits to FES providers. These visits resulted in 
no graded judgement. The providers received a brief report from the inspection 
team, summarising the provider’s plans for maintaining high-quality education and 
skills provision. 
Our visits covered a broad range of providers that collectively deliver provision to 
tens of thousands of learners across England (many in our sample were large 
providers, such as general further education colleges). Most of the providers (61%) 
we sampled were previously graded as requires improvement. This is higher than the 
national average (10%). All major FES provider types are represented in our sample, 
except for dance and drama colleges and National Careers Service providers. The 
findings here do not represent what is happening at a national level, but they give us 
a window into what is happening in a sample of providers.  
Overarching questions 
This briefing answers four broad questions based on evidence from the visits: 
1. What is the current state of further education and skills? 
2. How have learners been affected by the pandemic?  
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3. How are providers planning to maintain standards during the pandemic? 
4. How have leaders managed additional financial pressures? 
The current state of further education and skills  
Reopening settings 
Leaders had reopened their settings and were delivering most of their courses by 
early October. Most were using remote learning, often online, with some face-to-face 
teaching. Some, however, had moved certain courses to be fully remote during the 
first national lockdown by developing online learning platforms.  
Providers had adapted courses that were previously face-to-face to make them 
COVID-19 secure. Leaders had done this in a range of ways specific to the needs of 
their site and courses. For example, some had planned a rota system, with learners 
spending one week on site and the next week off site. Others had divided up content 
so that practical skills would be taught face to face and theoretical knowledge taught 
virtually, splitting up classes into more than one group.  
Those courses that were not running fully were mainly apprenticeships or those 
linked to sectors hardest hit by the pandemic, for example retail, customer service, 
childcare, and health and social care. Reasons why these courses were still not fully 
open varied, but staff told us that it could be because: 
 learners had still not returned from furlough 
 learners were on a ‘break in learning’ due to increasing job demands at their 
employer or because their employer had changed the learner’s job role 
 employers were not taking on new work placements due to economic 
uncertainty or health and safety concerns, for example in childcare and 
health and social care. 
Moving to a remote curriculum  
Most leaders said that they had to make decisions at speed to adapt their 
curriculums to remote learning. Unsurprisingly, how much staff had to change and 
the speed at which they could do this were related to their previous experience of 
remote learning and the types of courses the provider ran.  
Staff who were experienced in online learning and/or delivered courses with few 
practical elements told us that the move to remote learning had little or no effect on 
how they ran courses. They could use existing schemes of work and methods of 
delivery.  
Staff who were less experienced in delivering remotely or who had courses with 
extensive practical elements, such as apprenticeships, felt a greater impact. They 
had to overcome barriers in order to move to a remote curriculum at speed. Leaders 
in these providers said that common challenges included:  
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 making sure that staff and learners had the necessary technology for online 
learning. Providers had increased their spending on IT infrastructure and 
hardware; some had used grants and delayed capital build spending to 
facilitate this. A few said that learners’ lack of access to technology was still 
a barrier to learning 
 ensuring that staff had the digital skills to deliver content remotely. Some 
providers had organised formal training and others relied more on peer-to-
peer support to help staff learn how to deliver remotely. Many reported that 
staff’s development of digital skills was a positive outcome of the situation  
 ensuring that learners had the digital skills to access the online learning. 
Some providers had created enhanced inductions for new learners or 
modified the content of existing courses to prioritise the IT and digital 
elements. One provider reported 7,000 requests for tech support from both 
staff and learners since the spring.  
Leaders in many providers said they were teaching elements of courses in a different 
order so that learners were getting some content regardless of restrictions. For 
example, some had brought forward theoretical elements of courses that could be 
more easily delivered online, rescheduling the practical elements for later in the year. 
Staff in some providers told us they had changed their courses further in October in 
order to deliver the practical or ‘important’ elements of courses as soon as face-to-
face teaching and work experience were possible. Some leaders said this was to 
mitigate against the impact of future restrictions. 
A few leaders had identified that some of their courses did not fit the needs of the 
changing job market. This has prompted them to devise new courses or modify 
content within existing courses. For example, some were running new courses to 
develop learners’ virtual interview skills and vocational IT skills.  
A few leaders, mainly in independent learning providers, were also exploring new 
areas and sectors to deliver in, for example, by increasing the size and number of 
adult short courses they offer. Leaders at these providers recognised that COVID-
19’s impact on employment will require them to widen the adult skills curriculum to 
ensure that they can support adults into the workplace. 
Some staff, mainly in colleges and community learning providers, mentioned that 
they had increased their diagnostic testing at the beginning of the term. They did 
this formative testing in order to establish any gaps in learners’ knowledge over 
summer, particularly in English and mathematics. They said they then used this 
information to change curriculum content, for example offering additional 
mathematics tuition for engineering learners, or by revisiting aspects of GCSE science 
in A-level science courses. 
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Remote learning 
Many leaders, staff and learners had embraced remote learning. We have already 
started to investigate remote learning within the FES sector, carrying out a review of 
the quality of learners’ experience of online education over the summer term.  
The providers we visited that were planning to deliver a mix of remote and face-to-
face teaching were doing it in various ways. Common approaches included: 
 a virtual classroom: learners working remotely in live online lessons 
delivered by staff through video-calling software 
 a mix of classroom and remote learning: one group of learners in the 
classroom and another joining remotely through video-calling software, with 
the groups alternating between the two methods; this approach reduced the 
number of learners in the physical classroom and allowed for social 
distancing without changing the sequencing of the curriculum or requiring 
staff to deliver lessons multiple times 
 creating content that learners could access in their own time, for example 
recorded lessons, online presentations and paper-based resources. 
The balance between face-to-face and remote learning was subject dependent. Many 
providers that were using a mix of remote and face-to-face learning tended to use 
the face-to-face sessions for practical training. However, some had delivered 
practical training remotely. For example, tutors had performed live demonstrations in 
art, textiles and hairdressing. Learners had also been set skills-based tasks, such as 
baking or working on the family car. Generally speaking, learners said they preferred 
learning practical skills on site.  
A few providers said that they had made changes to meet learners’ needs, based on 
learners’ feedback. These changes included: reducing the length of online sessions to 
recognise that online learning can be very intense, creating smaller groups to 
encourage more interaction and ensuring that all resources were accessible online. 
Staff at one independent specialist college were mindful of the sensory overload 
some of their learners may experience and suggested learners mute their 
microphones. Another college found that talking to learners on the phone helped to 
keep them on track with their remote learning. A few providers had also created 
‘bite-sized’ sessions, which seemed to be more convenient for learners on 
apprenticeships. 
A few learners we spoke to said how the remote learning they had received varied 
by teacher. For example, some teachers asked learners to use their cameras, while 
others did not want them to. These learners said they would prefer a more 
consistent approach within settings.  
In July, we found that learners tended to prefer ‘live’ sessions. At the time of our 
visits, some providers aimed to deliver live sessions because they felt they were 
more interactive. However, a few members of staff told us that pre-recorded 
sessions meant learners could study more flexibly. One provider also felt that pre-
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recorded sessions reduced safeguarding concerns. Some providers recorded their live 
sessions so that learners who missed the session could catch up and the recording 
could also act as a revision tool. 
In general, remote learning was viewed positively. Most providers said that they will 
continue to use a blend of remote learning and face-to-face teaching in the future. 
Some providers explained that this would mean learners would be familiar with it and 
it would not be ‘such a shock’ if they were subject to further COVID-19 restrictions. 
To ensure that learning could continue remotely in the event of any future 
restrictions, some providers assessed new learners’ digital access during their 
induction. 
Recruiting learners  
Staff in most providers mentioned that, while they had been able to recruit and 
retain most of their usual learners since March, there were changes to the numbers 
signing up for certain courses.  
Some providers saw an increase in learners signing up for health and social care and 
science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) subjects and a decrease 
in learners signing up for travel and tourism courses. Staff said these changes were 
due in part to increasing interest among learners in healthcare and science as a 
result of the pandemic.  
Some providers with high-needs learners mentioned difficulties in recruiting learners 
to particular courses, due to challenges with finding placements or their usual 
employers having paused placements. Other providers said they were struggling 
because employers in certain sectors, for example engineering, were reluctant to 
take on multi-year apprenticeships. 
Some leaders told us they had begun delivering careers information and guidance 
sessions online. Managers at one provider said they had worked with employers to 
revise their careers guidance, and another provider had offered an extended 
induction for new learners, which included careers education, information and 
guidance. In contrast, managers at another provider said learners were moved to a 
different course if they did not show that they were working at the appropriate level 
within the first few weeks of the autumn term.  
We do not yet have a full picture about what providers were doing, however, to 
support learners’ decision-making around which courses to choose. It will be 
interesting to see how careers information and guidance are adapted to respond to 
changes in employment patterns as a result of the pandemic, in order to ensure that 
learners are helped in making informed decisions about their future.  
Safeguarding  
Leaders had developed their safeguarding arrangements in light of the changes they 
had made due to COVID-19. Many had adapted their policies and retrained staff over 
the summer on how to respond appropriately to safeguarding concerns in order to 
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ensure that high safeguarding standards were maintained. One provider had also 
moved their records online so that staff working at home could access them securely 
off site where necessary.  
Leaders in many providers had increased their focus on online safety for learners. 
Several had created specific induction activities for new and existing learners to 
teach them how to stay safe online. Other providers had moved forward existing 
training on online safeguarding to September so that all learners had been taught 
this at the beginning of the academic year. 
Views about safeguarding and online learning were mixed. For example, one 
provider said that staff were recording all lessons for safeguarding purposes, 
whereas others reported they were not doing live lessons due to safeguarding and 
connectivity concerns. 
How learners have been affected by the first national 
lockdown 
Learning through the pandemic  
Staff said that throughout the first national lockdown they continued to deliver most 
of their provision to learners. But they reported that it was not possible to deliver all 
provision to all learners because placements in some sectors stopped, for example in 
construction. Some providers remained open so that vulnerable learners could 
physically be on site; however, few or none chose to attend. One provider reported 
that some of their vulnerable learners found public transport to be their biggest 
concern when contemplating on-site attendance.  
Learners said that they missed face-to-face learning, in particular the social aspect of 
seeing tutors and other learners. This was particularly the case for those with high 
needs, the youngest learners and those who speak English as an additional 
language. Although learners (and, where relevant, parents and carers) had 
understood the need for remote learning, they welcomed the return to face-to-face 
learning.  
For adult learners with increased caring responsibilities and those learners engaged 
in employment (apprenticeships or otherwise), the online delivery of learning allowed 
for greater flexibility and independence. Some learners with anxiety difficulties 
reported a greater likelihood to engage when online compared with face-to-face 
classes. Additionally, learners across all programme types talked about the benefits 
of more opportunities for one-to-one learning with tutors and coaches.  
Most learners faced challenges to their learning during the period when providers 
were mostly closed on site. Some had difficulty accessing materials online, either 
through a lack of digital skills or a lack of devices. Others said they struggled to 
concentrate and focus due to busy home environments and/or a lack of motivation. 
A minority said they felt unsupported by their provider, with an expectation to ‘just 
get on with it’. A few learners reflected that remote learning offered them an 
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opportunity to increase their independence and skills but felt this was true only when 
this involved theoretical, not practical, work. Many learners said they had been given 
increased flexibility to learn during the first national lockdown, but other learners 
said that, in reality, they had mainly consolidated existing knowledge and increased 
their digital skills. Some learners said they were benefiting from saving both time and 
money travelling to and from learning sites.  
Most leaders told us that learners were able to access learning and individual help at 
times that were convenient to them. However, the sustainability of these flexible and 
one-to-one opportunities is not yet clear.  
Apprentices 
Apprentices had mixed experiences. Many had the uncertainty of furlough, and 
providers particularly highlighted the impact on engineering and construction 
apprentices. However, some of these learners enjoyed the opportunity to consolidate 
their off-the-job learning.  
Apprentices who were furloughed, took a break in learning or were made redundant 
had mostly continued to attend their provision and had been retained, especially 
when new employers were found. One provider reported that it would normally have 
30 apprentices on a break in learning but in April had 152 learners on a break. They 
now had 50 apprentices on a break. This provider and others reported engaging 
regularly with existing and new employers to secure new placements for learners. 
Apprentices who were not furloughed typically worked in health and social care 
settings. Some told us they had experienced higher levels of stress and anxiety at 
work due to the challenges posed by COVID-19 in this sector. Despite these negative 
impacts, some said they now aspire to nursing careers.  
Some providers report that learning for lower-level apprentices was affected more 
than learning for higher-level apprentices in terms of engagement with remote 
learning, mostly due to the lack of support and structure that would usually have 
been provided through their workplace. A few providers also identified a need for 
skills development for apprentices starting level 2 programmes.  
Learners’ engagement  
Some learners said that the lack of opportunity for practical work was one of the 
reasons for a lack of engagement with programmes of study. Staff at one provider 
said that attendance and participation in art and design were particularly affected by 
the move to remote learning. Other reasons learners gave for reduced engagement 
included a lack of (or delay in receiving) feedback from tutors and the lack of social 
or group engagement available in online sessions. These findings are similar to those 
we found in July in our review of online learning.  
Some providers have since responded to this by using more sociable forms of 
delivery. For example, some are using interactive platforms or additional online 
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classes for chatting rather than just ‘working’. Learners in these classes report that 
these tools are helping with engagement.  
Learners with high needs and those in challenging circumstances appear to have 
experienced a more difficult adjustment to remote learning and some providers being 
closed on site. Learners with high needs reported greater difficulties getting online 
without support. Those who normally have a support worker in the classroom also 
reported struggling without having them physically present. Some providers also 
mentioned that the digital skills of parents were a barrier for these learners, as family 
could not support them to access provision at home. For these reasons, most 
providers prioritised supporting learners with high needs, and their families, to get 
online and to return to on-site learning sooner. Most made regular contact with these 
learners, through daily or weekly welfare calls, alongside using instant messaging.  
Learners’ well-being  
Learners we spoke to who had mental health conditions said they had experienced a 
deterioration in their health during the period of the first national lockdown. This is 
also reflected in some providers reporting an increase in the number of learners 
reporting medical and/or mental health needs at the start of autumn term when 
compared with previous years.  
Some providers were supporting learners by keeping in regular contact and many 
said they could offer one-to-one support for learners who needed it. Providers also 
responded in creative ways. For example, one provider created a well-being 
Instagram account for learners to follow and another provider delivered ‘pamper 
boxes’ to all learners in a cohort. 
As learners returned in autumn, many of the providers we spoke to were placing an 
enhanced focus on mental health and well-being. Some providers have embedded 
well-being and resilience into their curriculum.  
How providers plan to maintain high standards in 
education and skills  
Providing quality education and skills  
Most leaders we visited were confident they had overcome the practical hurdles in 
changing their environments to meet COVID-19 requirements. They had remote-
learning systems in place and new timetables.  
A few leaders felt they were beginning to create a ‘new normal’ and were starting to 
reflect and review their curriculum choices, considering more carefully the quality of 
their provision. They were grappling with questions such as ‘What does good remote 
learning look like?’, ‘How do I validly measure engagement and learning remotely?’, 
and ‘Are the procedures I’ve put in place doing what I want them to do?’. A few told 
us they were gathering feedback directly from learners, in order to develop better 
online learning materials and to measure how well their new curriculum offerings 
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were meeting learners’ needs. We will look at how this develops over the coming 
months.  
A few leaders were also starting to think about how to provide and diversify the 
enrichment activities they offered to learners, which had been on pause due to 
COVID-19 restrictions.  
Current challenges  
Although a few leaders were starting to have space to consider their curriculum more 
deeply, many were still focused on the immediate challenges they faced in creating a 
‘new normal’. They felt these challenges needed to be overcome in the coming 
months, in order to deliver high standards of education and training throughout the 
pandemic.  
The most common challenges included:  
 providing practical elements of courses to learners, particularly if and when 
restrictions increased  
 reviewing and assessing work remotely. 
Other challenges included:  
 keeping learners, particularly those with high needs, safe on public 
transport, so that they were confident to attend on site  
 a lack of COVID-19 testing, leading to large numbers of learners needing to 
self-isolate 
 increasing requests from local authorities for information, placing more 
pressure on staff, who often had to call learners and/or their parents to get 
the information  
 media reporting that young people are spreading the virus, making 
recruitment more challenging. 
Some of these challenges are clearly in the power of leaders to address, such as how 
to assess and review work remotely, but others are outside leaders’ and staff’s 
control, such as the lack of COVID-19 testing. One provider was addressing the 
challenge of public transport by creating local ‘pop-up’ centres near the learners’ 
employers so they could avoid using public transport.  
Providing practical elements of courses  
Some leaders said that their courses were open but that they were struggling to 
offer the full enrichment package of practical training. This was due to challenges in 
finding placements and ensuring that learners would have future access to the 
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At the time of our visits, staff were in the process of implementing and exploring a 
variety of solutions. These included: 
 outdoor activity options for practical learning, such as drystone walling in 
construction courses 
 providing virtual work-experience placements  
 providing learners with specialist equipment or vouchers so they could do 
practical activities at home, such as catering learners being offered food 
vouchers to prepare meals at home 
 working with employers, training them to deliver the practical skills  
 establishing links with new employers for placement and work experience 
opportunities. 
Reviewing and assessing work remotely  
Staff said they were using online learning platforms to a greater degree in order to 
assess learners. Staff in most providers told us that they monitored learners’ 
progress remotely by checking the work they were completing.  
Staff spoke positively about the tools that online learning platforms offered for 
monitoring learners’ progress. For example, some created online quizzes, used 
breakout rooms for smaller-group discussions and used the chat feature to check 
learners’ understanding.  
During this time, apprenticeship end-point assessments (EPAs) have been a 
challenge for many providers. This was often in practical subjects that usually 
assessed progress through face-to-face observations. The Institute for 
Apprenticeships and Technical Education has allowed EPAs to be more flexible so 
that apprentices can finish their apprenticeships remotely.  
A few providers we spoke to had replaced observation of apprentices’ skills with 
expert witness testimonies. For example, leaders at one provider told us they used 
witness statements rather than live interviews for a customer service apprenticeship, 
and their apprentices secured distinctions in their EPAs. Another provider arranged 
for motor vehicle learners to submit videos of themselves working on a car in their 
workplace. EPAs continued in one provider, with remote invigilators joining through 
video-calling software. Some providers spoke positively about working with awarding 
bodies to identify ways EPAs could be done flexibly. However, a few felt that 
awarding bodies were not being very flexible and that they needed to ‘pick up the 
pace’. 
A few providers told us that some of their apprentices had been unable to complete 
their EPAs because they could not sit their functional skills exam. One provider had 
switched to an awarding body that could deliver functional skills assessments online 
so that apprentices’ progression was not held up. 
 
 
COVID-19 thematic series: October briefing 
November 2020 12 
Staff were also preparing for academic exams. For those learners who missed out on 
sitting GCSE exams, some providers were introducing mock exams for exam practice. 
In the event that exams are cancelled again, a few providers were planning to use 
more assessments throughout the term to inform grades. 
Working with others 
Leaders in the providers we visited were working closely with employers, local 
organisations and partners to support learning. Some providers collaborated with 
other organisations to offer pastoral support to learners, for example with local 
agencies to arrange food and care packages. 
Many leaders told us that their relationships with employers and other organisations 
had become stronger over this period. They had increased communication and 
sharing of information between parties. Leaders in a few providers had formed local 
networks with each other and other stakeholders to share good practice. In two 
instances, the supportive relationships formed during the pandemic resulted in a 
stakeholder joining the provider’s governing body.  
Some providers have successfully established links with new employers for 
placement and work-experience opportunities. However, this is likely to vary across 
the sector, as some employers will have closed. Staff in a few providers said that the 
pandemic had created more challenging relationships with employers. For example, 
communicating with employers in the health and social care sector became more 
difficult, as they faced increased pressure during this time.  
Providers have relied more heavily on digital technology for communicating with 
staff, learners, parents and other stakeholders. Many said this has improved 
communication and that they will continue to use digital technologies. For example, 
the use of video-calling software improved attendance at multi-agency meetings and 
doing progress reviews for apprentices online seemed to work better for employers. 
Financial pressures within the sector 
Nearly all leaders said that the pandemic was placing them under increased financial 
pressure because it had increased their costs at the same time as reducing their 
stable income.  
Examples of costs that had increased included: 
 costs related to moving to remote learning, such as purchasing IT 
equipment, licences for software, online servers, upgrading Wi-Fi, 
purchasing laptops for staff and learners, and buying and posting textbooks 
and workbooks to learners 
 increased day-to-day running costs to make sites COVID-19 secure, such as 
buying hand sanitiser  
 staffing costs, such as additional pastoral support and increased cleaning 
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 induction costs, such as extended induction courses to develop learners’ 
digital skills 
 bursary requests from learners. 
In terms of reduced income, a few leaders told us they were initially unable to recruit 
new learners using their usual face-to-face methods. They had worked hard to 
swiftly move recruitment and enrolment online, which had enabled them to recruit 
more learners towards the end of the summer. Some leaders also said that their 
income had been reduced because they were unable to run commercial activities. 
Leaders were responding to these increased pressures in different ways. A few said 
that some or all of these increased costs were being offset by savings in other areas, 
such as reduced transport costs. Some leaders had restructured their staffing and 
pay models and had reviewed recruitment for staff, either delaying hiring new staff 
or furloughing existing staff. One leader was reducing subcontracted provision to 
reduce spending. A few leaders had been working with the Education and Skills 
Funding Agency to become more financially secure, but they had started doing this 
before the pandemic. 
A few leaders said they had got local council grants and catch-up funding. Some had 
spent this on baseline assessments for new learners and on extended induction. A 
few leaders of community learning and independent learning providers told us they 
were frustrated because they felt there had been comparatively little support for 
them compared with other providers in the sector, such as colleges.  
Some leaders were concerned about the longer-term future. One said that, due to 
apprentices being furloughed, they were required to pay money back to the 
Education and Skills Funding Agency and that if the same happened again it could 
cause them serious financial problems. Other leaders were worried that, if learners 
remain on the course for longer than originally planned, it might lead to funding and 
capacity issues in the future. Leaders were also concerned about what will happen 
when the funding flexibilities for EPAs come to an end. More than one leader was 
concerned that, without further funding, they would need to make staff 
redundancies. 
To manage this uncertainty, some leaders were looking to diversify their courses, for 
example, by training staff to deliver new courses in new areas, such as adult 
education. That said, one leader said that they are concerned about the long-term 
security of adult courses, as it is an already flooded market. They saw the 
Department for Education’s skills toolkit, which offers free online courses to adults, 
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